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THE RISE OF THE SASANIANS: THE ARMENIAN EVIDENCE 


Giusto Traina 


hen it comes to Armenian sources, many Iranologists still adopt the attitude of 

Arthur Christensen, making use of them as little as possible’. The reasons for 
this exclusion are not linguistic. Armenian texts do not present major complexities. 
Nonetheless, Iranologists looked at the Armenian evidence with suspicion, not only 
because these texts were not contemporary’, but also, as we will see, because they reflected 
what was considered as a different perspective’. Moreover, with an over-positivistic 
approach, some authoritative scholars tend to consider them —along with the Greek and 
Latin authors - to be secondary literature“. As the latest generation of Iranian scholars is 


! Christensen 1944: 77-79. See Asmussen 1991. 


? |n fact, the first Armenian original written works were written around the second half of the 
fifth century, one or two generations after the creation of the alphabet and the subsequent 
elaboration of literary Armenian language. Armenian clerics eventually developed a rather 
refined historiography, inspired by Greek and Syriac models. See Traina 2015b. 


3 As Beate Dignas and Engelbert Winter (2007: 179) assumed, ‘the testimonies of Armenian 
historiography are very valuable for us... however, frequently these sources show a pro-Armenian 
or rather anti-lranian bias and — as they were composed during a later period — also confront 
us with problems of chronology’. See also Dodgeon-Lieu 1991: 9-13. 


^ Gignoux 1995-1998. Professor Gignoux explained his classification of the sources in a brief, 
yet seminal article (Gignoux 1979; see also Gariboldi 2011: 10f.). Gignoux eventually proposed 
a classification of the written sources on the Sasanian empire, still largely accepted. He 
accorded the status of ‘primary sources’ only to Sasanian epigraphy, sigillography, papyrology 
and numismatics, considering less important the literary evidence: according to him, most 
contemporary texts show an external point of view, and the Neopersian and Arabic sources 
were written centuries later (his judgement on Xorenac'i is harsher: Gignoux 1999). In a way, 
Gignoux’s authority vaccinated Iranian scholars against the jargonic excesses of the ‘linguistic 
turn’ (a similar approach may be detected in Pierre Briant’s history of the Achaemenid empire: 
Briant 2002). For a more constructive approach, see now Daryaee 2006. 
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now paying more attention to ‘secondary’ sources’, the information provided by Armenian 
texts has gained in importance and is being integrated into the canon of legitimate sources, 
along with Iranian and the Graeco-Roman evidence’. 

This paper focuses on the rise of the Sasanians. The ‘Armenian file’ on this event 
consists of several passages from Agat‘angetos and Movsés Xorenac'i, the main local 
sources for the history of ancient Armenia, and of a Greek text translated from Armenian 
but inspired by Pahlavi literature, the so-called Romance of Artawan and Artasir, trasmitted 
by the codex Laur. Gr. VII.25, the only manuscript of the ancient Greek version of 
Agat'angelos'. In Iranian studies, the analysis of Agat'angelost and Xorenac'i has been 
rather neglected, with the latter text being taken into consideration only in recent times®. 
Although the text of the Armenian Agat'angelos does not raise problems of datation, it 
gives nonetheless a strongly biased account. In fact, the textual tradition of the Armenian 
Agat'angelos is rather complicated. The Armenian version is in the form of an accepted and 
codified history of Saint Gregory elaborated by the post-Chalcedonian Armenian Church. 
A cross-comparison with the Greek, Arabic and Karshuni versions enable us to suppose 
the existence of an earlier version called with the conventional name of Vita Gregorii. This 
version may have been written before 428 by order of Sahak the Great, the last head of 
the Armenian Church descending from Gregory's family. The text was replaced by the 
version of Agat' angelos, but we can still find some traces of it in the VIth century Greek 
version, later translated in Arabic. As for the Karshuni version, dating from the early VIIth 
century, it can be considered as a hybridation of the two versions, although it adds some 
important details, especially concerning geography and other kinds of Realien’. 


? See, e.g., Daryaee 2009: xviii-xix (and now, also the short introduction by Daryaee and Rezakhani 
2016). Even Ryka Gyselen, a narrow collaborator of Gignoux and a renowned editor of Sasanian 
seals, recently admitted the importance of literary texts (Gyselen 2009). More recently, Gariboldi 
(2011) notably stressed the usefulness of the difficult exercise of considering both the historical 
and ‘mythological’ aspects. 


€ See Traina 2006 [2007]; Pourshariati 2008: 12-13; Daryaee 2009: xviii; Garsoïan 2009 [2010]. 


’ The English translations of these texts are respectively drawn from Thomson 1976, Thomson 
2006, and Muradyan-Topchyan 2008. 


* Thomson (1984: 608) claims that ‘the History of Agathangelos is not of great value as a historical 
document’. See the systematic doubts raised by Kettenhofen 1995 (reviewed by Traina 1996) and, 
most recently, Kettenhofen 2016. A similar point of view in Patterson 2013: 179, ‘The principal 
difficulty with using Agathangelos and Moses is their tendency to telescope events, providing a 
simpler narrative for their audience but causing considerable frustration for modern scholars’. 
? See the status quaestionis in Traina 2015a. | expressed in several contributions (Traina 2006 
[2007], 2012, and 2015b) my point of view on the debate about the Armenian ‘Father of History’. 
In short, | do not think it is useful to dismiss this author as a sheer later forger, even though the 
present text seems to have been edited around the IXth century. 
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More problematic is the History of Armenia by Movsés Xorenac'i, which has a bed 
reputation amongst scholars, as a text full of suspected anachronisms". In any case, the 
scope of this paper is not to consider the historical value of Armenian texts, but to examine 
their approach to the rise of the Sasanians, a period that had important repercussions on 
the geopolitical balance of the region. From the point of view of Arsacid Armenia, the 
change of dynasty in Iran was definitely a key date. 

The section of Agat'angelos immediately following the preface is a sort of 'Armenian- 
friendly' version of the rise of the Sasanians. Interestingly enough, the History of Armenia 
starts with the decline of the Parthian kingdom, which ‘came to an end when sovereignty 
was taken away from Artawan, son of VatarS, after his murder by Artaëir son of Sasan’". 
The usurper, a prince from the province of Stahr, managed to unify the Persians against 
Artawan. Artaëir (= Ardaëxir) united the forces of the Persians. Artawan was eventually 
abandoned by them and eventually dies. Agat‘angetos does not mention the circumstances 
of his death (at the beginning of his account he says that Artawan was murdered by 
ArtaSir), but he promptly describes the reaction of an Armenian king called Xosrov, ‘who 
was second in the kingdom of the Persians, for whoever was king of Armenia had second 
rank in the Persian kingdom’. 

In this passage, Agat'angelos gives legitimacy to the Armenian Arsacids. In his letter 
to the Persian nobles, Xosrov highlighted ‘he was very grieved that they (the Persians) 
had submitted and accepted the rule of the Stahrian and had united with him'?. The 
king was not able to react, as he was not ready to wage war against ArtaSir. He went 
back to Armenia, where he prepared for war, raising a coalition of peoples: Albanians, 
Iberians, and even Huns. He then specifies the names of other peoples from the Caucasus: 
‘Lupenians (Lp ink), Citpk‘ (an unidentified tribe), Kaspians and others from those 
regions’, According to this account, Xosrov invaded Assyria (Asorestan) ‘as far as the 
gates of Tisbon [Ctesiphon] "^. With the typical epic tones of Armenian historical prose, 
Agat'angelos records a chanson de geste, showing a king raiding 'the whole country, 
ruining populous cities and prosperous towns. He left all the inhabited land devasted and 
plundered. He attempted to eradicate, destroy completely, extirpate, and overthrow the 
Persian kingdom and aimed at abolishing the laws of its power’'®. But the nobles did not 
join Xosrov, 'for they had attached themselves in obedience and subjection to the rule of 


? Among the considerable literature, see at least Gignoux 1999 and Garsoian 2003-2004. 


"On the other hand, this text presents several Iranian motives: see Garsoian 1976; 1982; 1994; 
1996. 


12 Agat'angelos, $18, 2. See Traina 2010: 415. On the historical identity of the Armenian king in 
the account of Agat'angelos, see Patterson 2013. 


5 Agat'angelos, 820, 1. 
7 Agat'angelos, $19, 4. 
5 Agat'angelos, 819, 1. 
'* Agat'angelos, 819, 2. 
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Artaëir, rather than to the rule of their relative and brother”. 

Nonetheless, the Armenian king managed to strike back: ‘And when the Persian 
king saw the great size of this force bearing down upon him with enormous strength, 
he advanced against them in battle array. However, he was unable to resist, and fled 
before them. During the pursuit, Armenian soldiers cut down the whole army of the 
Persians, scattering corpses over the plains and roads, and inflicting cruel and unbearable 
suffering’'®. Agat‘angetos describes the celebrations of Xosrov's victory, paying special 
attention to the rich booty. The king ‘honored the sites of the ancestral worship of his 
Arsacid family’ and waged a new campaign, this time with the help of the ‘ Tacikk' [the 
Arabs]’”. 

The only way to counteract the strength of Xosrov of Armenia was betrayal. Therefore, 
Artaëir summoned ‘all the kings, governors, princes, generals, leaders and nobles of his 
kingdom’. During this council, a nahapet from Parthia called Anak ‘promised to exact 
vengeance from his own king as if from an enemy". Thus, Agat' angelos manages to 
connect the epic geste of Xosrov with the core of his story. Anak went to the the region 
of Utik‘, where Xosrov, who was planning a new attack against Artaëir, had his winter 
quarters. As a Parthian noble, Anak was warmly welcomed by Xosrov. Then, he was able 
to take the king aside and kill him, together with his brother”. 

Is this narration reflecting sheer propsaganda, or does it contain some historical 
evidence? According to Dignas and Winter, 'Agathangelos' list of Xusro's various initiatives 
in the Caucasian regions once more points to Armenia's geo-strategic significance, which 
steered the activities of the great powers in the region. However, Xusro's efforts were 
unsuccessful. In the face of the resolute actions of the first Sasanian king the initial 
resistance against ArdaxSir within the Sasanian empire broke down quickly'?. 

Agat'angelos's narration was abridged by Xorenac'i, who introduces a long section 
mentioning Agat' angelos as his main source: ‘Trdat’s accomplished archivist Agat angelos 
treats briefly of him and his relatives and gives a summary account of the death of 
Artawan, the Persian king, the seizing of the Parthian empire by Artaëir, son of Sasan 
etc....| have decided to rehearse the history of that time in extended fashion and in length, 
starting from beginning and giving a true account in full detail. In a further passage, 
concerning the genalogy of the later Arsacid of Parthia, Xorenac'i adds that 'Artawan ... 
was killed by Artaëir of Stahr, the son of Sasan, when he seized the Parthian throne and 


V Agat'angelos, 820, 3. 

18 Agat'angelos, $21, 2. 

? Agat'angelos, 823, 1. 

? Agat'angelos, 824, 1. 

2 Agat'angelos, $25. 

? Agat'angelos, 829-32. 

# Dignas and Winter 2007: 179. 

^ Movsés Xorenac'i, Il 67. See Ter-Lewondyan 1975; Topchyan 2006. 
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deprived them of their ereditary land’”. Afterwards, Xorenac'i recalls the tirade written 
at the end of book | against the ‘fables of the Pahlavik, which he claims to be reported by 
a Sasanian scribe named Korohbut, captured by the Romans during Julian’s campaign. 
After his capture he learned the Greek language and wrote a contemporary history, but 
also translated a ‘History of the First [Kings]’, composed by his fellow captive Barsuma, 
called by the Persians rastsohun, that is Rast-sahwan, the ‘true speaker”. 

But in fact, as usual, Xorenac'i forces the chronology and conflates the narration of 
Arta&ir' with facts concerning the military operations led by Sabur I. In the first part, he 
continues the account of Agat' angelos, but adds important details on the acceptance of 
Sasanian rule by two branches of the Pahlav family, the Aspahapet and the Suren, while 
the Karen Pahlav, ‘remaining friendly toward their Brother and king [that is Artawan], 
opposed in war ArtaSir, son of Sasan’””. 

Several chapters before, Xorenac'i had introduced the ‘Karen and the Suren from 
whom Saint Gregory and the Kamsarakan descend”. Thence follows a narration where 
the events narrated by Agat'angelos are put in a chronological frame concerning the 
Roman emperors Philip, Tacitus, and Probus. In fact, whereas Agat'angelos condenses 
the events within a shorter period, in order to highlight Xosrov's reaction, Xorenac'i tries 
to extend ArdaxSir’s reign until the beginning of the Sasanian occupation of Armenia, 
which Xorenac'i considers as an epoch of anarchy, that is, a period without any real king. 
Therefore it is hard to say what can be ascribed to Ardax&ir and/of to Sabur. 

Some passages are of a great interest for the economic history of the region. For 
example, Xorenac'i describes the reorganization of land property by Artases, the first 
king of Greater Armenia, illustrating also the boundary markers put by the royal officials: 
‘four-sided stones to be hewn, their centers to be hollowed out like plates, and then they 
be buried in the earth. Over them he had fitted four-sided obelisks, a little higher than the 
ground. Of this ArtaSir, son of Sasan, was jealous, and he ordered the same to be done 
in Persia and that they be called by his own name, so that the name of Artases might 
be no more remembered'?. According to Xorenac'i, Ardaxsir does not touch the stelae, 
showing a respect which corresponds to the law of religious inviolability of terminal 


25 Movses Xorenac'i, II 69. 


*6 Movsés Xorenac'i, II 70 (= BNJ 695 T1). See Traina 2006 [2007]: 162. Oddly enough, the recent 
entry in Brill's New Jacoby (Madreiter 2015) does not give any commentary. 


27 Movses Xorenac'i, Il 71. 
8 Movsés Xorenac i, II 27. 
? Movsés Xorenac'i, Il 56. Some of these stelae have been found in the territory of the modern 


Republic of Armenia (Khatchadourian 2007: 52, and the new findings in Hmayakyan-Hakobyan 
2008; see also Biscione-Parmegiani 2010: 298; 300). The description of Movsés Xorenac'i may 
recall the shape of the stone altars at Naqs-i-Rustam, are more a sort of interpretation of earlier 
Mesopotamic kudurru (see Traina 2012). 
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marks?. Otherwise, in another passage, Xorenac'i mentions these boundary markers 
again, saying that ArdaxSir, during the Sassanian occupation of Armenia, sent a letter to 
the nobles, imposing to Armenia a new tributary system. Accordingly, he 'renewed the 
frontiers established by Artases by setting stones in the ground, and changed their name 
to his own, Artasirakan'. As usual, the chronology is blurred, as Xorenac'i sets this event 
under the reign of the Roman emperor Probus (272-276). 

The substantial difference between Xorenac'i and Agat'angelos lies in their respective 
usage of 'Pahlav' genealogy in order to explain the role of Anak, allegedly the father of 
Saint Gregory. In one of the opening chapters of his History, Xorenac'i mentions the 
archival documents kept in Armenia, written in Greek or Persian (i.e. Aramaic) script, 
‘with innumerable accounts of villages and provinces and even private families and 
of controversies and pacts, epsecially those that concern the succession of the noble 
families'?. One of these archival documents may possibly be found in a passage which 
presents Saint Gregory's genealogy in bureaucratic terms: 'He, as is clear to all, was a 
Parthian by origin, from the province of Pahlav, a descendant of the reigning Arsacid 
family, From the Suren branch through his father called Anak ?. 

In his criticism against the ‘fables of the Pahlavik’ narrated by Barsuma, Xorenac'i 
says to have consulted this work ‘leaving out the nonsense of their fables'™*. He adds, 
This is not the place for us now to repeat the fables concerning the dream of Pabag, the 
eruption of the twisting fire from Sasan, the envelopment of the flock, the light od the 
moon, the prophecy of the astrologers, that is the Chaldaeans, and so on; the adulterous 
plan of Artaëir involving murder, the stupid discourse of the magus’ daughter concerning 
the billy goat, and so on... We shall recount only what is certain and what pertains to 
true history”. 

Xorenac'i is clearly refering to some Sassanian tradition which may be partly detected 
in the Romance of Artawan and Artasir. According to Muradyan and Topchyan, ‘The 
language of the Romance is less sophisticated than that of the History, which suggests 
that there were two translators"*. In reality, we deal here with two different traditions. 
The question as stake is the Arsacid legitimacy, which is expressed in very favorable terms: 
"The Parthians, being in the greatest luck and ruling over the Persian kingdom and the 
Armenians and the Indians, the eastern neighbors of the Persians, as well as the very cruel 
Massagetae, had the following order [of ranks]. The first man in the race of the Parthians 
(who were later renamed Arsacids), having priority in age and being adorned with valor, 


? See Arday Wiraz Namag, 850 

31 Movsés Xorenac'i, Il 77. See Traina 2001. 

? Movsés Xorenac'i, | 3. See Traina (2006) [2007]: 167-168. 
33 Movses Xorenac'i, II 91. See Traina (2006) [2007]: 168. 

# See C'ugaszyan 1963. 

35 Movsés Xorenac 'i, II 70. 


** Muradyan - Topchyan 2008, 2. See also Akinean 1947, Cunakova 1980, and Muradyan 1998. 
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became the lord of the Persian kingdom. He who received the second position governed 
the kingdom of the Armenians; he who got the third rank reigned over the Indians, the 
neighbors of the Persians, and the fourth one laid hold of the kingdom of the Massagetae. 
This was the order [of ranks] in the race of the Parthians, who were in such luck for a 
long time’””. 

After this preamble, the actual romance starts. 'Artawan, the son of VatarS, a 
descendent of the Parthians’, is presented as ‘skilled in the art of the Chaldeans’ (another 
of the fabulous elements criticized by Xorenac'i)**. Looking at the sky, he interpreted the 
motion of a star and exposed the interpretation to his wife as follows 'if someone wishes 
to revolt against his lord and make war against him, he will immediately win, defeating 
the Lord”, and saying this, he fell asleep'?. The queen's maiden Artaduxta, also present 
in the royal tent, explained this prophecy to her lover ArtaSir, who is introduced as the 
son of Sasan, ‘one of the grandees named Artasiras from the province Assyria'^. The king 
summoned the Persian and Assyrian noblemen, and gave a speech where he harshly 
attacked the ‘false pretentions of the Parthians who have seized the fruits of others’ labor: 
the Parthians exult at wrongdoing, do not stop killing without reason, and abominate 
Persian and Assyrian men, having stolen in among us from the land of barbarians'"!. 
Then the nobles sent to Artawan two envoys, the 'great chiefs and generals Zekas and 
Karinas' (the last one was clearly from the family of the Karen Pahlav); the reaction of 
the Parthian king was highly negative, as Artawan complained his own policy: ‘I am the 
cause of this insolence, for | have honored some [of you] with offices and magistracy or 
have allowed others to become rich, by royal gifts making many people owners of estates 
and possessions’. The war started. After a first battle, 'Artasiras became stronger, because 
many others, too, seceded from Artabanes and joined Artasiras’. In the last combat, ArtaSir 
managed to kill Artawan with a ‘Parthian shot’, and reigned together with Artaduxta 
over the Persian, the Parthians and the Assyrians. This section is connected to the text of 
Agat angelos as follows: ‘These events were reported to Khosroes the Arsacid who reigned 
in Armenia Major: that Artasiras, son of Sasan, had seized the Persian kingdom and 
killed his [Khosroes’] brother Artabanes. It was added to these reports that the Parthians 
rejoiced more at the reign of Artasiras than that of their own fellow tribesman'*. 


? Romance of Artawan and Artasir, 82. 
** Romance of Artawan and Artasir, 83. 
? Romance of Artawan and Artasir, 83. 
^ Romance of Artawan and Artasir, 85. 
^! Romance of Artawan and Artasir, 85. 
? Romance of Artawan and Artasir, 87. 


# Romance of Artawan and Artasir, S9. 


The Rise of the Sasanians 114 


Some elements of this story coincide with the Middle Persian text known as Karnamag 
i Ardaxser i Pabagan™, but with some important variations. The maiden is unnamed and 
merely presented as a kanizag, a maid but possibly also a concubine of Artawan (Al-Tha'alibr, 
p. 476 Zotenberg speaks of a ‘slave’). Artawan is not versed in the art of the Chaldaeans. 
He obtains a response from the ‘chief of the astrologers’. Finally, Ardaxsir does not rule 
Iran together with the maiden as stated by the Greek Romance, but marries Artawan's 
daughter, who will beget Sabur; the same tradition is duly elaborated in Ferdowsi's 
Sahname. Although the Greek Romance may abridge the tradition, its comparison with the 
Karnamag and with the Arabs chroniclers shows a peculiar elaboration of the legends. In 
fact, the Laurentianus adds a ‘Parthian-friendly’ elaboration of the Geste of Ardaxäir, and 
puts it just before the 'Armenian-friendly' Geste of Xosrov”. In any case, the transcriptions 
of the names in the Greek texts reveal an Armenian original. Such material recreated a very 
ancient literary pattern. As a matter of fact, the story of Artaduxta and Artaëir recalls the 
Oriental tales reported in Classical literature from Herodotus to Nicholas of Damascus, 
where a special attention was given to the change of dynasty and the importance of 
women in periods of crisis. 

Can we also detect some genuine historical elements? Movses is complementary to 
Agat' angelos, but gives emperor Philip the Arab a central role in the Roman reaction to the 
rise of the Sasanians**. Whereas Agat angelos does not cite the implication of the Romans 
at all, in order to highlight Xosrov's bravery, Movses is more critical, and also explains that 
Xosrov, during Caracalla's war agains Artawan, remained neutral". But his interest for 
Philip must be taken into consideration, as two parallel texts, Sabur's inscription at the 
Kaaba-ye-Zardoët and Zonaras, hint at a betrayal of the pacts in rather opposite terms: 
Sabur’s inscription imply an untruly attitude by Philip, whereas Zonaras (here following 
the Anonymus post Dionem) says that Philip betrayed Armenia*. Although blurred, the 
evidence seems suggest a Roman implication in Armenia for several years after the rise 
of the Sasanians, at least until the peace of 244. Some evidence of this implication can be 
detected not only in the writing of Xorenac'i, but also in Agat angelos, when he mentions 
the alliance of Xosrov with the ‘Arabs’. 

Two centuries after the rise of Ardaxsir, Armenian historians re-elaborated the story, 
making an exemplary case of 'invention of tradition'. The Armenian nobles, who ruled 
Armenia under the control of the Sasanians, were highly concerned with the Parthian roots 
of Greater Armenia in order to preserve the privileges obtained under the Arsacid dynasty. 
The Armenian tradition paid a special attention to the Parthian identity of Armenia, 
giving a noble Parthian origin to Saint Gregory and higlighting the epoch-making change 


^ On this text, see Grenet 2003. 

^ See Widengren 1971. 

^$ See Traina 2003. 

47 On this context, see Patterson 2013. 


^5 Traina 2003. 
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of dynasty which subverted the balance among Armenia, Rome and Iran”. Both local 
and Iranian materials were eventually processed. Possibly, the Arsacids themselves still 
hoped to recover their domains with the help of the Eastern Roman Empire, and this may 
explain why, at one point, more likely during the VIth century, the Armenian tradition 
was translated into Greek. 


” Traina 2015c. 
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